Reaching Out to Families: Parental Participation 


Using Tech no logy To Help English Language 
Students Develop Language Skills: 

A Home and School Connection 


Helping students to be literate is 
a high priority. Though this area is one 
of our greatest educational priorities, 
it is also one of our greatest challenges. 
As classroom environments continue to 
change, teachers face the challenges of a 
large population whodonot speak English 
and who havehigh transient rates. For this 
large population, becoming proficient in 
English is a very difficult transition; one 
that is often frustrating and even pain- 
ful. 

Students learning a new language need 
a great deal of languagesupport. Those who 
teach students learning English as their 
second language know that any language 
support is crucial for students' language 
acquisition. Therefore, English Language 
(EL) students need a variety of language 
experiences. They need opportunities to 
hear, write, speak, and read English. 

Technology, especially computers, can 
play an integral part in providing EL stu- 
dents with valuable language experiences 
as they learn a new language. Computers 
can be used to help provide additional 
language learning opportunities for EL 
students that take place beyond normal 
classroom instruction. Combining these 
opportunities with activities that can be 
done at home with family members pro- 
vides EL students with a rich language 
learning experience. 

This article focuses on how com- 
puter-assisted instruction (CAI) can be a 
supplemental teaching tool for teaching 
English Language learners, and on how 
these activities can be extended at home 
to produce a greater school -home relation- 
ship. Provided in this article are recom- 
mendations that educators can use with 
their EL students and families. 
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Verbal Interaction 

According to Liaw (1997), teachers 
should offer English language learners a 
language-rich environment in which stu- 
dents are constantly engaged in language 
activities. Children need to be able to 
interact with each other so that learning 
through communication can occur. Com- 
puters can facilitate this type of environ- 
ment. The computer can act as a tool to 
increase verbal exchange. 

In a study conducted by Liaw (1997), 
computer books were used to investigate 
whether computers increase verbal inter- 
action between students. These computer 
books are interactive stories that appear 
on the computer screen as an actual book 
with text and illustrations.Therearealsoa 
variety of interactive choices students can 
useto read the story, including: real voices 
that read aloud, music, and sound effects. 
The story i s al so h i gh I i ghted so readers ca n 
follow along with the text. 

Thisstudy was conducted by videotap- 
ing student interactions while using the 
computer books. Students were arranged 
in groups of three to read the stories. Their 
types of speech used with each other were 
analyzed. Even though the children had 
limited English language proficiency, they 
engaged in various modes of language 
functions to accomplish their reading of the 
computer books (Liaw, 1997). They made 
many commands to each other. They also 
shared opinions and made suggestions. 
They tended to ask a lot of questions of 
their partners and were given responses. 

The quality of talk was also analyzed 
by Liaw (1997). The amount of computer 
related talk and story related talk was 
measured. Initially, there was a lot of 
computer related talk, but as the students 
became more familiar with the format of 
thestoriesand soft wa re,theirtalk beca me 
story related in subsequent sessions. 

Overall, the study concluded that 
verbal interaction and theuseof a variety 
of language functions by E nglish language 


learners can be facilitated by the use of 
the computer. The group's computer book 
readingenvironmentfostered language de- 
velopment by providingan opportunity for 
ver ba I i nter act i on . T he u se of th e computer 
can be a useful supplement to the tradi- 
tional curriculum of the ELL classroom by 
promoting verbal communication and the 
acquisition of English. 

Vocabulary Development 

Oneway touse computers for English 
Language Learners is to teach vocabu- 
lary. Kang and Dennis (1995) write, "Any 
attempt to treat vocabulary learning as 
learning of isolated facts certainly will not 
promote real vocabulary knowledge." Stu- 
dents need to learn vocabulary in context 
and with visual clues to help them under- 
stand. Computers can provide this rich, 
contextual envi ronment. Thecomputer also 
al I ows students to become acti ve I earners i n 
a one-on-one environment. Computers can 
incorporate various learning strategies as 
well as accommodate a variety of learning 
styles. 

I n a study done by Kang and Dennis 
(1995), an investigation was conducted to 
determine whether or not the use of com- 
puters facilitates the vocabulary develop- 
ment of beginning English language learn- 
ers. The study was conducted in Seoul, 
South Korea. The fifth grade students 
learning English were assigned to three 
different groups. The studies done by the 
three groups were: definitions, picture, and 
context. The group studying definitions 
was given the English word with thedefini- 
tion written in Korean. This group relied 
mainly on rote memorization. The group 
studying pictures were given the defini- 
tion as well as a picture. The third group 
was given a situational context employing 
the English word first and then given the 
definition and picture. 

Initially, the picture and definition 
groups did much better than the context 
group. However, after a few sessions, the 
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context group's scores surpassed those of 
theother two groups. There was alsoa test 
given at the end of the treatment sessions 
to test for retention. For this test, the con- 
text group scored significantly higher than 
the other two groups. 

Kang and Dennis (1995) concluded, 
'The Context group subjects needed a 
period of time to get used to their instruc- 
tional treatment before they could take 
advantage of this more engaging type of 
instructional approach." In the end, the 
contextual approach proved to be much 
more effective in promoting long-term 
recall of vocabulary. This learning process 
was made possible and more effective by 
the use of computers. 

Reading 

There are several ways in which tech- 
nology can be used to improve reading abil- 
ity. Most simple reading texts arealso very 
primary in content. Older children may 
consider themselves too old to be reading 
such primary content books. Computers, 
however can increase the interest level 
for older students while keeping the text 
simple and easy to read. Another benefit 
of using computers for reading instruction 
is that the computer offers immediate 
feedback on performance. They also can 
provide added practice when necessary. 
According toCaseandTruscott (1999), stu- 
dentshavebeen able to improve their sight 
word vocabulary, fluency, and comprehen- 
sion. Computer based reading instruction 
alsoallowsfor "increased interaction with 
texts, attention to individual needs, and 
increased independence through an ability 
to read texts they would not otherwise be 
able to read" (Case & T ruscott, 1999). 

Technology can alsobeusedtoimprove 
parent involvement in their child's educa- 
tion while improving the parents' literacy 
as well. Landerholm, Karr, and Munshi 
(2000) created a three year program in 
Chicago with four specific goals to help 
parents: become involved in theschool com- 
munity and become comfortable on campus, 
enjoy reading and writing alone and with 
their children, understand science and 
computer technology, and improve their 
own literacy. 

This project was as much for the par- 
ents as for the chi Id. The computers were 
the drawing factor for the parents to be- 
come i n vol ved i n the program, though they 
werenot used initially. The program began 
by using other for ms of technology such as 
photographs. Photos were taken at field 
trips and special activities. Parents and 
children then created a type of memory 


book using the photos and written text 
a bout thepictures.This eventu al I y evol ved 
into scanning the photos and typing the 
text onto the pages. 

In the Landerholm, Karr, and Mushi 
project, studentsalso created book reports 
with their parents on the computer. Cur- 
rent software allows for much creativity, 
such as including sounds, video, clip art, 
and photos into the text of the report. 
Doing the book reports encouraged the 
children to read moreand more books. One 
child in theprogram read nearly 300 books 
in one year (Landerholm, et al. 2000). 

Computer softwareand games provide 
many fun opportunities for students to 
practice literacy skills. There are numer- 
ous software packages for i mproving spel I- 
ing, phonics skills, grammar, and sight 
word vocabulary. When English Language 
Learners are learning their second lan- 
guage, any and all language experiences 
are valuableto assist in reading ability. 

Writing 

As described, computers and software 
can help English Language students de- 
velop vocabulary skills and knowledge. 
Computers can also help EL students 
develop their writing skills. Lewis (1997) 
recommends that composition for begin- 
ning learners should be a guided activity 
so students do not become frustrated. Writ- 
ing paragraphs in a language that is still 
somewhat unfamiliar to students can be 
difficult. When using a computer, however, 
the use of graphics can make this much 
moreenjoyable. Usingdipartcan alsohelp 
students to convey their thoughts more 
clearly. 

Mireia Trenchs (1996) performed a 
case study of three students learning Span- 
ish as their second language. The study 
was done in New York City. Trenchs used 
electronic mail asa medium of instruction 
to i mprove wri ti ng i n the students' second 
language, in this case, Spanish. Students 
voluntarily engaged in e-mail transmis- 
sions with T renchs. They were not graded 
on their messages, nor was their participa- 
tion mandatory at all. Thegoal wastoallow 
students to improve their writing skills in 
a way that iscommunicativeand a part of 
their everyday lives. 

Thefirst case study was very inter est- 
ing.T renchs(1996) described many aspects 
of electronic mail that a student, Latoya, 
used to help her in her writing. Latoya 
often kept the e-mai I from T renchs on the 
screen as she answered. This allowed her 
to use the vocabulary from the questions 
posed by Trenchs to answer the questions 


as well. She also would scroll up and down 
between the messages when she was fin- 
ished in order tocheck her work. The mes- 
sages from Trenchs served as guidelines 
for organizing Latoya's writing. 

Latoya also used a combination of 
written information sources. She would 
combi nethe phrases from thee-mai Is from 
Trenchs with theSpanish shehad learned 
in class and the information found in the 
dictionary to write her e-mail messages 
and responses. One other advantage of 
electronic mail that Latoya employed was 
saved mail. She would sometimes respond 
to old mail a second time when there were 
no new messages from T renchs. 

In the study by Trenchs (1996), the 
second case study of M al i ka was very dif- 
ferent than thefirst. Malika enjoyed using 
technology: however, it was relatively new 
for her. Malika wanted very much to com- 
municate in her second language; she was, 
however, hampered by her own knowledge 
other language I imitations. Shealso relied 
heavily on written resources, such as a 
dictionary. 

Malika was excited about writing, 
and was learning quickly to speak in her 
second language, however, shewas looking 
up every word she wrote in the dictionary. 
When using the dictionary, she would not 
retain the vocabulary she looked up. After 
she typed it, she would forget what it said. 
Malika's writing ski I Is using electronic mail 
showed that students need adequate in- 
struction in writing before using computers 
as a supplement to the curriculum. Often, 
the student needs to feel confident in their 
new language before putting it into print. 

Trenchs (1996) third case study was 
an average student in the Spanish class 
named Shanaya. Shewasan active partici- 
pant in class and took every opportunity to 
practi ce speaki ng S pan i sh outsi de of cl ass, 
but shewrotelittlein Spanish. When using 
e-mail, Shanaya chose to read the incoming 
messageand use her dictionary as well as 
pencil and paper before responding. She 
preferred to write first before typing. She 
alsoused many phrases in her e-mail that 
shehad learned in class previously. Both of 
these strategies were excel lent for writing 
in a second language. 

Trenchs (1996) ultimately discovered 
that using electronic mail asa supplement 
to the classroom curriculum can be effec- 
tive. The students voluntarily used the 
e-mail. They were self- motivated to use 
their new language in a new and creative 
way for them. One of the benefits of using 
electronic mail included the scrolling fea- 
ture that allowed the students to view the 
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incoming messageand useitsstructureas 
a model for creating a response. The scrol I - 
i ng feature al so al I owed students to easi I y 
edit and revise. The major benefit of using 
e-mail as a language learning activity is 
the fact that students are using meaning- 
ful language and authentic text. 

According to Lewis (1997), gram- 
mar skills can also be demonstrated and 
reinforced using computers. The teacher 
can direct students to somehow highlight 
a specific part of speech (e.g., nouns) 
throughout their writing. To highlight, 
students have a lot of choices, such as un- 
derlining, italicizing, or changing thefont 
size, color or type. Using a computer as a 
medium for studying grammar is much 
more motivating for a student as opposed 
to writing with a pencil. 

A Home Connection 

The goal of using computer-aided 
instruction with E L students is to provide 
them with extra opportunities to learn and 
practice English. The use of CAI can be a 
valuable learning tool; however, learning a 
language must be done contextually. Eng- 
lish Language students must be provided 
with opportunities to practice the language 
in real-world contexts. Encouraging EL 
students to practi ce outsi de of school , espe- 
ci ally at home, is an extremely important 
element in helping EL students become 
fluent. 

A home-school connection starts 
with encouraging and securing parent 
involvement. This can often be difficult 
especially with parents who are also not 
nativeEnglish speakers. Included inTable 
1 are suggestions for encouraging parent 
involvement with school activities and 
with involvement with helping their child 
with language development. 

ActivitiesTo Encourage 
Parent Involvement 
with School Activities 

♦ Set up a parent center at school 
that is stocked with resources that help 
parents. The resources should be available 
for parents to borrow. 

♦ Find out why parents indicate they 
do not get involved. Typically it is because 
they don't have time, they don't know how 
to get involved, they don't understand the 
importance of being involved, and/or they 
don't speak English. 

♦ Stress that communication between 
schools and parents is a two-way venture. 
Communication to school from parents is 


important. I n communicating with parents, 
realize that communication is not always 
possi bl e through the use of the tel ephone. 
Although becoming less frequent, some 
student homes may not be equipped with 
a telephone. 

♦ Go out into the community to meet 
and greet parents. Havea school busfil led 
with staff and teachers go into the school 
neighborhood to introducethemselves and 
to talk with parents about how they can 
become involved in the school. 

♦ Organize a Curriculum Fair to 
give parents a better understanding the 
curriculum that is being taught, and how 
they can become involved. 

♦ Organize and implement a Family 
R eading Night to i nform parents about the 
reading curriculum through games and 
activities. 

♦ Offer parent workshops on various 
topics dealing with language development 
and study skills. Vary the times and days 
that workshops are offered. 

♦ Avoid makingjudgmentsaboutthe 
a pparent I ack of i nterest of parents i n thei r 
child's education. Until you have lived a 
day in their life, it is difficult to understand 
what they are going through. What you 
may think is apathy may be something 
quite different. 

♦ Ask parents to be involved. This is 
one of th e most effect i ve ways to get parent 
involvement. Be ready tospecify what they 
can do to be involved. 


ActivitiesTo Encourage 

Parent Involvement 

with Language Development 

♦ Assign homework that requires 
interacting with someone at home. 

♦ Provide parents with specific sugges- 
tions about how they can help their chil- 
dren develop language skills. For example, 
simple suggestions like reading aloud to 
your child each night can be helpful. Pro- 
videa short list of suggestions that parents 
can quickly implement. 

♦ Provide training for parents on how 
to help their child develop language skills. 
Be sensitive to issues of day of week and 
the time when the training is offered. Ad- 
ditionally, understand that some parents 
will also have issues with child care and 
transportation that inhibit their ability to 
participate. 

♦ Along with the pervious suggestion, 
provide instructional materials that can 
be used at home. Instructions should be 
written in the language that is spoken at 
home, if it is not English. A parent who 
cannot read the instructions will not be 
able to help their child. 

♦ Invite parents into the classroom 
to see what is going on. Seeing how an 
instructor provides instruction can help 
a parent gain strategies for working with 
their child. 

♦ Provideopen computer labtimes at 
theschool where parents and thechi Id can 
work together on language development 
using CAI . 

♦ Encourage parentsto participatein 
language learning, especially if they are 


Table 1 


There are a variety of useful Web sites that provide information about literacy and parent 
involvement in the process.The following are a great place to start. 

• http://www.cal.org/ 

• http://www.uc.edu/njrp/ 

• http://www.parent-institute.com/ 


Table 2 


There are many valuable software programs available for use with English Language students. 
Most software emphasizes the language arts. Below is a list of helpful websites for research of 
appropriate software for EL students. 

• http://iteslj.org/links/TESL/Commercial_Sites/Software/ 

• http://eslcafe.com/search/Software/ 

• http://www.polk.kl2.nc.us/esl/software.htm 
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not fluent in English. Demonstrating that 
learning English is important can help 
provide motivation to a child. 

♦ Provide a list of resources that 
parents can use to help their child with 
language development. An example is 
directions and hours to the local library. 
(Wherry, 2004) 

Personal Reflections: 

C resting the Home-School 
Connection 

As a classroom teacher and now a 
teacher educator, I have been fortunate 
enough to work in schools that have pro- 
vided me with opportunities to ‘practice 
what I preach.' I have been involved with 
school s that have had suffici ent tech nol ogy 
resources and significant populations of EL 
students. 

I have found, as the research cited in 
this article indicated, that EL students do 
benefit in developing language skills from 
their involvement with CAI . I havelearned, 
however, that computer-assi sted i nstruction 
isnottheentiresolution. I havefoundthat 
a holisticapproach is necessary. In addition 
to regular classroom language instruction 
and CAI, language development must be 
reinforced outside of school— particularly 
at home. Therefore, involving parents is 
a crucial element in a student's ability to 
become fluent in English. 

Making a home-school connection for 
EL students is not always an easy task. 
English language students are part of EL 
families with parents that often speak 
less English than their child and whoface 
other issues (e.g., lack of transportation, 
working multiple jobs). This realization, 
which seems obvious to me now and prob- 
ably obvious to others, was not something 
that came to me immediately as a class- 
room teacher. I mistook a parent's lack of 
involvement as apathy rather than seeing 
it as something more complex. 


I believethat parentsmust beinvolved 
in a child's language development if that 
child is to be fluent. There are many ob- 
stacles to overcome, especially with EL 
families, to make this happen. I havesuc- 
cessfully used the strategies I provided in 
this article to encourage parent involve- 
ment. It has taken a great deal of trial 
and error to find solutions that work, but 
the response from parents I haveseen has 
been tremendous. EL parents want to be 
involved, but there are often tremendous 
obstacles that prevent them from being 
involved. It is our job as teachers to help 
EL parents overcome these as best we 
can. It is also my job as a teacher educa- 
tor to assist my pre-service teachers as 
they learn strategies toeffectively develop 
home-school connections. 

Summary 

Computer-assisted instruction has 
been shown in a rangeofstudiestofaalitate 
learning in various ways. Computers can be 
used to aide in teaching English Language 
students in core academic subjects, such as 
reading and writing. Computers can also 
aide in vocabulary development as well as 
verbal language development. 

Ultimately, however, it is important 
to recognize that computers are not a 
substitute for effective teaching. Comput- 
ers are a tool; they are simply one type of 
supplement to the regular curriculum in 
teaching English Language students as 
they develop language skills. It is impor- 
tantthat EL students are given additional 
opportunities to extend their English lan- 
guage skills by providing activities that 
can be used at home. 

Home involvement is a key element 
in extending what is done at school. Com- 
puter-aided instruction, used in conjunc- 
tion with literacy activities that involve 
parents, provide a holisticapproach for EL 
students to devel op language. U nderstand- 
ing how to develop a positive home-school 


relationship will help teachers provide this 
hoi i sti c approach to I anguage devel opment 
for their students. 
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